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FORMS OF FALSE CONSCIOUSNESé AMONG PROFESSI®ONAL WOMEN

INTRODUCTION -

The achievement of equality for women in contémponary sbciety
is at least partially contingent on the willingness and ability 6f
women/ to define and pursue their collective interests. The indi- .
vidual and social praxis associated with tbis new way of perceiving
and/being is generally seen as an expression of feminist conscious-'
neﬁé. That is, "to become a feminist is to develop a radically

aycered consciousnes§ of oneself, .of others;;and of what for lack

qf a bétter term I shall call 'social reality'" (Bartky, 1975:425).

s

Involving, as it does, a qualitative reordering of cognitive,

!

.emotive and normative frameworks pertaining to all levels of

- reality, the emergence of a feminist'consﬁﬁpusness can be problem-
. L .

atic at worst, difficult at best.

Although the issue is cons&derab£§ more complex than will be
discussed below, there are at least four neceséary conditions for
the emergence of feminist consciousness. Three of these afe
included in the more restricted concept of minority consciousness.

As both Hacker (1951;1974:125) and Hochschild (1973:194) have noted,

. s . . . . . /
there is an’objective and subjective component to minority conscious- . o

ness. On the objecﬁive side, it is contingent on the existence of
g minority group. By\definition,\this involves the differenﬁﬁal
and unequal treatment of a collectivity on the basis of a sharea
physical or cultural characteristic. Discrimination toward women

- on the basis bf sex at all economic and occupational levels has !
geeﬁ well documentgd in £be popular and professional literature /

and will be taken as given. .

.
.
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\ The subjective component of minority consciousngss consists
of two somewhat interrelated phenomena. First, it presumes an
awareness that a group as a whole is the object of prejudice'and
discrimination. In the presen£ case, this means a recognition of
the fact thét, collectively, women are defined and treated differ-
‘eptly from; and as unequal to men. While Hacker (19Y4:125) hig
argued that there is considerable evidence to_suggest that women

are now generally aware of their minority status, others are less

>
-

optimistic. For example, Tibbetts (1975:178,181) has suggested
that many women "are not fully aware they are being treated as
secondclass citizens," that "they do not recognize the inequality

of their positions." 1In fact, it has been found that some women

actively embrace traditional feminine roles. These roles are often
seen as merely different, not unequal. Others have gone so far as

to rebuke and challenge attempts to gain further legal and social

reforms under the guise of maintaining women's present privileged

.
.

position. \

Secondly, minority consciousness requires individual acknow-
ledgment of membersﬁip in a minérity group. In this case, it means
an awareness on the part of woﬁen that they themselves are members
of this minority group and, on this basis alone, are "victimized."
(Bartky, 1975:430). There is considerably more agreement in the
literature concerning the failure of many professional women to’
recognize and/or acknowledge this feature of their minority group
status. As Cassell (1977:17-18) suggests, ".'. . many women find

v

it intellectually and emotionally repugnant to define’themselves

as part of a low-status group." Similarly, Hochschild (1973}

o . suggests that successful professional women often mistakenly assume
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_3_:
that their achievements signify equal opportunity and.tréatment.
This perception méy be attribdted to a failure to recognize or
acknowledge that in most cases, extré effort and special sacri%ices
were requi?ed to achieve this privileged position.
The fourth dimension of a viable feminist éonsciousness goes

W

beyond the mere recognition of individual and collective victimi-

zation and presumes the development of a holistic understanding of
. . % ,

the objective ideological and institutional character of oppression
(Cassell, 1977:20; Bartky, 1975:431-439; Hochschild, 1973:196-199).

This type of awareness seems particularly susceptible to a variety

of forms of "false consciousne§s."“ The failure to acknowledge all

to collective change, and the failure to identify and confront
v “n
structural barriers to equality are pertinent examples.

- A viable solution to the problem of inequality for women
requires an enumeration and specification of the charactexr of the

barriers to feminist consciousness. This paper contributes to this

- .

sexism as debilitating, the tendency to pursue individual as opposed
1
‘
task in two ways._ First, it provides some pertinent, albeit limited ‘
data on the incidence of false consciousness among a select group |
of professional career women. and second, it works toward the

development of a typology of the various forms of false conscious-

. ness typically found among this population. :

METI0DOLOGY ‘ '\ ¥

+

A questionnaire designed to measure various forms of subtle

" discrimination experienced by professional women in the workplace

.

generated some unanticipated data that both illustrates and clarifies

)
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some of the issues raised in the preceding discussion. Consisting
primarily of. forced~choice questions, the questionnaire solicited
information concerning the personal and professional treatment of

, the women subjects by male and female professionals. Specific areas

re 3

addressed 1n the instrument 1ncluded the 1nformal d1v1s10n of

-

responsibilities in the day to—day operation of the office, the

allocatlon of power and opportunity as reflected in job assignments,

”

the accessibility of various forms of support sysStems, and the

types and frequency of sexual harassment. Appended to-the surveQ
were three open-ended éuestlons which, in general, asked the
respondents to identify patterns of behavior that they felt enhanced
or detracted from their .and other women's ability to perform on an
equal basis.

One of the questions also provided the respondents with an
opportunity to offer advice concerning sex role related issues to
women graduates entering the professional job market.

The qdestfbnnaire was sent to all alumnae of a private,
four-year college wh;ch graduates majors primarily in the areas
of engineering, scienze, and management (N=445). One hundred and
sixty-six (166) usable surveys were returned. Of these, one

hundred and forty (140) provided comments on the open-ended

questions. A content analysis of this subsample of responses

serves as the basis for the following discussion.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Perhaps the most striking feature of the responses to the

-
- : B

F
{ open-ended questions was that so many respondents volunteered so
|
|
\
|




much information whiéh, in essence, was antithetical to feminist
consciousness. Seventy-five {75) respondents or fifty-four percent
of those who résponded to thesé questions made at least one comment
that was implicitly or explicitly critical of the relevance of
feminist principles to their own employment ekperience and/or to

the position of working women as a whole. For so many to say so
much about an issue that was never expliciEly identified\or even
ﬁmplied in the questionnaire suggests that false consciousness,

and perhaps even the seeds of reactionism, may be rather broad-based

and deeply rooted in the ideational structure of professional women.

Perception of Women.as a Minority Group

The rejection of the minority group status of women took two
general forms. At the most extreme level, a small number of
respondents (N=17) qﬁestioned the very need for doing a study of
sex discrimination. There were two rationales offered for this
query. First, there were those (N=4) who, whilé acknowledging
that women are treated differently and even unquitabiy in the
workplace, felt that this was as it should be. As one respondent
noted, AI feel a man and a woman will never achieve gqualiyy.
They are both different and should take pride in their d;fferenQes." T
For these individuals, differeniial (and by implication, unequitable) - .
£reatmen£“is to be expected, is a fact of life. It is not the

N . .
result of prejudice or discrimination. .After all, the rationale .

goes, women are also superior, only in other respects.. From this

berspegtiVe, while women most assuredly constitute a group, they -

are hardly a minority.




e

Second, there was another group (N=13) who claimed that; while

a ’

) . M . \Q
.sex discrimination toward women as a group may have been a problen,

feqent social and legal efforts have alleviated this situation.
(This.does not include three individuals who sent letters in lieu of
tbq‘surveﬁ»to the effect that, -at least in their organization, women
were treated equally.) Representative of this was cne woman's

recommendation to. "forget you ever heard of sex discrimination . . .

1

it's not as bad ég vou hear about." Or, as another woman exclaimed,
"Tt's against the law."

~

The recognition that significant social and legal remedies for

discrimination have been achieved is noteworthy. An awareness that
the position of women, at least in the professional reaim,hhas -
iﬁproved is also not without merit. However, the claim ghat discri-
mination is either no longer a problem or only a minor issue simply
does not correspond with the.évidence. Perhaps, as is too often
the case, political naiveté or exuberant optimism has alléwed“
these activities to be inte;preted as progress or even goal
attainment. .

At a less extreme level, there was a rather significant
nunber of respondents (N=38) who, while acknowledging that some
woméh were treated unequally, took this discriminat?on to he a
result of personal traits. The basis thesis underlying this
orientation appears £o-be a variation 6n the theme of individualism;~
that is, the treatment é persdn receives 1is geﬁérated by and thusA
is a direct consequence of ‘his/her own actions. Responses such

as: "Generally you get what you ask for in terms of the way you

are treated at work" and "A lot of womén are treated unfairly
\ N = ’
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because .they ask for it" typify this attitude.

Differgnéial treatment in these cases was generally attributed
to one of two individual characteristics. First, some of those who
were discriminated against wéra typed as being overly assértive,
or, as a éouple of respondents suggested, were guiity.of expecting
more than equal treatment. Women who favored prefegéntial tréatment
in hiring and career enhancement were often put in this category.
Sgcond, gthers were portrayed as acting too® feminine or of d;awing
attention to thgmselves as women and.in this manner, suggesting
that they were deserving of special treatment. Women who were
flirtatious, who refused to "get their hands dirty," or wﬂose
habits of dress were too traditional, were in¢luded in this

catpgory: . In the words of orne subject, "The only women I have
. o ' .
seen hindered by their sex were those who tried to use their sex

to gain extra privilege.." Anothe; respondent stated, "Women
suffering from sex bias in employment are those.who aggressively
use their gender to get ahead." Again, in both in;tances, the
behavior of the individual was seen to‘precipitat;‘the differential
treatment. |

it may be true, of course, that situationally inappropriate
forms of militancy cou{d_qualitat;vely and quantitatively detract

from job performance. Likewise, certain types of traditional

feminine behavior may detract from professionql competence or

. . . . : 5 ‘.
effectiveness. Either situation would warrant less than an optimum
evaluation. Often, however, one suspects that such reactions are
more of a justification of rather than a legitimate reason for

differential treatment. Perhaps more impdrtantly} this perspective

1
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mistakenly assumes that acting "right" will somehow result in

"right" treatment. As will be demonstruted below, this is

H

generally not the case.

Self—identification as a Minority Group Member
The individuals mentioned in the previous section did not
see womén‘as a minority group and therefore, by definition, did
not see themselves as a minority. Even the small group who acknow;

A

ledged that women were equal to men, but at the same time noted

that men appeared to be better off professionally, tended to dismiss
. the inequities as nonmsexc}ole related. They either blamed the
inferior position of’women on personal inadequacies, Or simply
minimized or played down the evidence that discrimination is a
factor in the way women are treated. upst of tﬂe obstacles women
encountered were somehow redefined as Aormal hurdles associated
with the profegsional'career ladder.
Many other respondents did aaﬁ{Z\that women as a group were
the object of sex discrimihation. A significant number (N=45)
of these individuals were, however, emphatic in claiming that
they personall;\were not subject to such treatment. A couple of
personal traits were identified which, iﬁ these women's minds,
exempﬁed them from minority group membership. Some (N=§§)‘£elt
strongly that the key‘to their success in this respect lay in

-~

their professionalism and in their ability to adapt to the demands

of the situations in which they found themselves. The phrase,
"be professional in attitude, actions, work habits, etc.," was
repeated .many times in their comments. One of the most frequently

given pieces of advice was: "Prove you are a p;ofessional, and you

_ L i
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will be accepted as an équal." A smaller number of respondents
(N=13) suggeéted that being "one of the boys" enabled them to be
accepted by, and to perform on an equal basis with men. Being "one
of the boys" included such behavior as "rolling up [my] sleeves

and doing the necessary work (manual or otherwise)," "participating
inlthe company's sports," and "learning to have a sense of humor
about women's jokes."

In genegal, this process appeaﬁs to be akin to what Hochschild
(1973:197) has referred to as "de-feminization." Caught in a double
bind between a feminine %gentity and a female reference group oOn
the one hand, and the objective demands of their professional role
on theithe;, career conscious women may fin8 identification with
the "ﬁajority" advantggeous. In becoming a professional, they may
subjectively relinquish the feminine component of‘their identity,
hépce their perceived ties to the larger minority group.

Although this may be ad;ahtageous at one level, such a decision

—_ -

fails to recognize that inher;hgly, all women are "other" in a
patriarchal ;tructure. Masculinization for women can be as much

a barrier to equitable achievement as a less professionalized,
more feminine presence. Both formé of behavior call attention to
the fact that the individudl in question is atypical, is different
from the norm. In either case, the label predefines differential,
and in this case, unequal treatment. Thus, the denial of minority
group membership through identification wi£§ the majority does

not assure equality even for the individual woman. While she ﬁay
succeed, her progress is unlikely to be comparable to that of a

male with equal .abilities and drive. And she often will pay a

©1i
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stiff personal price for her accompiishments, among them, isolation,
resentment by men and often other women, and perhaps even the ,

freedom to choose a "dual carcer," expe%ieuces not encountered” by
- >

her male counterpart.

Undefstaﬂaing the "Social Reality" of Discrimination

The articulation of a political strategy for the amelioration
of sex discrimination is a complex, and as yet, uncompleted project.
There are, however, several themes that seém to be generally acknow-
ledged as crucial to any viable social reform in this area. Although
a liﬁited amount of information pertinent to this issue was volun-

teered by those surveyed, there was sufficient data to suggest that,

o ]

among those who acknowledged that discrimination was a problem, many

™
a

lacked both a holistic understanding of the social st¥uctural

[

characéer of the issye and a realistic sense of the péligics‘of‘
such an undertaking. ‘ )
This false consciousness Eook’several forms. The most common
misconception in this regard was the belief that sex discrimination
is an individuwal matter and that it can be effectively challenged
at that level. This attitude‘was expgessed in several different
ways. First, there were those who felt that women who were the
object of discrimination "asked for it" by the way they dressed,
talked, acted, etc. As noted above, equitable treatment.could be
guaranteed if those in question simply acted either less feminine
or less militant, depending on which professional norm was being
violated. Second, there were those who fe%t fhat they had indi-
vidually escaped the confines of minority groué membership. Again,

-

success was defined in individual terms and was apparently seen as

12 '




open to any woman who was\wiiling to put in the appropriate type

hd .

and amount of effort. ' /
s v

A third group felt that personal attrlbuyés such as a- good
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self image (N-16),.a self- confldent manner in relationships w1th
males (N=20), and thenaemonstration of competence in job performance
(N=27) would be sufficient to counter any prejudicial barriers to
professional performance andiqafeef advancement. The limitations

of the data leave the distihctioh hetween this group and the previous
one a bit ambiguous. There'Hoss, however, sppear to be an important

.

difference. Whereas in the former groupn the empha51s was on ‘

’

/
achlevement through the negatlon of, group 1dent1ty and affiliation,

0

in the latter, it was on gaining equality in spite of minority group

membership. For this third groeup, all that was seen as necessary
was for each person to individually. compeﬁsdte_for nér status as”a

* ‘. .
woman, vur, alternatively, to let her penfdrmance remove the *

A}

negative connotation of the minority'label from the gfodp title.

. P :
'This attitude was partifularly apparent in the group's

insistence on retaining their feminity in conjunction with their

professional role. For some‘(N=5),.this.dssire\seemed to be
predicated on a fear of alienating their male {and occasionaily
female) colleagues. Others noted that tﬁsy like to be treated
"like a lady." For yet others (N=11), the women simply sxpressed

displeasure at the prospect of giving up certain parts of their

sel f-concept.

- ’

Several suggestions were Qffered cbncerning how to reconcile

the often confllctlng demands of this dual role. Some respondents

(N=10) suggested that dressing like a "professional wgman" would
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reduce the likelihood of alienating men who might be threatened by
overly masculine women. Some members of this group .added that this

type of attire would insure that their business associates would

treat them with the respect due a woman. A few (N=5) indicated

, that it was important for women not to become "one of the boys."

This also was seen as reduc1ng the risk of alienating one's coworkers.

Finally, some respondents simply noted that it was important, both

with regard to personal and'brofessional interests, to find some,
/ X

method of balancing these two concerns.

There is, of course, a major problem assogiated with this
orientation. In a "man's" world, to be femjinine is to be other,
hence less than an equal. This in itself invites and, in fact,
mandates differential treatment. At the same time, however, for a
woman to act masEuline {(which i; necessary in most professional
settlngs if one is to compete as an equal) is also taboo.
Castratlng bitches are not held in esteem. Again, acceptance as
an equal is negated. Iﬂ.other words, no matter how women act,
they remain an object of differential and éiscriminatory treatment.

-
Stated otherwise, women can never be equal in a patriarchal system.

The failure to recognize thi; structural and ideological paradox
compromises any attempt at achieving individual or collective
equality. ' -

A number of respondents did acknowledge the existence of

external sources of discriminatory treatment. Their perceptions

—_ were, however, qualified in three important ways. First, some

of those surveyed felt that only a small number of males were

responsible for the overwhelming majority of discrimination.

-

»




for these women to "look the other way" r
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Several (N=6) proposed that most discrimination whi:H\dig\E§ist

" came from older men and that this would obviously diminish as

younger men took their place. It @as also hypotheéized that most
younger men who were discriminatory in their treatment of women
were simply ignporant of the nature and consequences of their
behavior and that they could be reformed with relative ease.
Anqthep group (N=21) was even less critical of the treatment
of womén. They proposed tha} a certain level of ste;eotypic sex
role behavior was to be expected, and that the best policy in the
case ofAminor or subtle forms of such treatment was to simplf
ignore or tolerate‘them. As one respondentvg%mmented, "boys will
be boys." "After all," she continued, "it's»él;,harmles;>fun.“
Several of these individuals also expr?ssed fhe sentiment that it
waé a good idéa to maintain a "sense of humé%" relative to sexist

jokes, sexual innuendo, and the like. A codgle went so far as to

suggest that women should join in this process as a means of

.enhancing their acéebtance by the larger (male) group.

In none of these cases was it at all jFpa;ent that these
wémen were.aware that "minor" offenses ar? merely the tip of a
much larger institutionalized pattern of discriminatory bechavior,
or that, acceptance of and/or participatiod in this type of
intgf tion can ‘act both to legitimize %5e infegior status
attrsgigéa to women and to reduce indiqéﬁual credibility and -
effgéitveness in the pursuit of profeséi%nal goals. " The tendquy

’

inforces and thereby

encourages men to continue their alienateéd behavior. By implicitly
. N i ) : 3
coqdoning‘these actions, women actually/become silent partners 1in

their own oppression. . . -

r~
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Another group of respondents (N=28) took this logic a step
further, suggesting that women should avoid any blatgnt feminist
stance. For some, this position relates to a fear of being seen
as a "women's libber," a laﬁel which it is felt solicits ddiscri-
ﬁinatory treatment. As one respondent stated, "If a woman starts -
a job with a militant attitude, she.is a éhreat to the men Around
her. They will react negativeﬂ; to put her in her place." For
others, the issue is broader than this. They appear fearful of
antagonizing the male cohort in generél, else women lose preseﬁt
or risk future gain. The adage, "don't bite the hand that feeés
you," best represents this position. |

The obvious assumption here is that.men have all the pOﬁer
and that the future status of women is dependent on -their good.
will and benevolence. While it may be- true that men do have
considerable.powéf, and théé certain gains can bé achieved through
"kow-towing" to then, such perspective overlooks the power of
women and their abilﬁty to collectively affect charige. It also

ignores the queétiou of whether any group can ever really be‘ free

and equal when they act at the pleasure of another.

SUMMARY

Although this data must, of course, be interpreted with

.

caution, it does raise some rather significant questions con-

i
2

cerning the prospects for the elimination of the objective

minority status of professional working women (and for that \

matter, of women in general). The failure of women to understand

the character of their status and the requirements for further

¥
|

4

P




-

gains would speak poorly for the future. A further quiricél and

> » .

theoretical specification of the actual dynamics of this situation

appear warranted.




B -16-

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bartky, Sandra Lee

1975 “Toward a Phenomenology of Feminist Consciousness."
Social Theory and Practice 3:425-437.

Cassell, Joan
1977 A Group Called Women. New York: David McKay Company, Inc.

Chafe, W.illiam ) .
1977 Women and Equality. New York: Oxford University Press.

Hacker, Helen
1974 "Women as a Minority Group: Twenty Years Later." In

Florence Denmark (ed.), Who Discriminates Against
Women? Beverly Hills: Sage Publications.

1954 "Women as a Minority Group." Social Forces 30:60-69.

Hochschild, Arlie
1973 "Making It: Marginality and Obstacles to Minority
" consciousness." In Ruth Kundsin (ed.), Women and
Success. Totowa, New Jersey: Littlefield, Adams
and Company.

Tibbetts, Sylvia-Lee "t
1975 "sSex Role Stereotyplng Why Women Discriminate Against
Themselves." Journal of NAWDAC 6:177-183.




